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Black womanhood is like a burnt-out cigarette butt crushed into the brown guts of the 
earth. It soothes a hankering, an unscratchable itch, for entertainment, for laughs, for labor, for 
the manifestation of a 400-year old sexual fantasy come to life. Then, once the essence, the 
honey-chocolate drug that is, melanin, has been sucked away into smoke, the Black woman 
becomes dust. Dwindling ash and embers to be crushed into silence by pop culture, literature, 
and the media. Black womanhood is a display of human flesh for the world to poke, prod, and 
wear like a suit, inappropriate for the Black woman herself, but continuously appropriated by 
non-Black others and a common joke for Black men, the one made to protect her. The Black 
woman is a combination of race and gender issues lacking both the whiteness and the manhood 
to stand on the podium of representation, so she falls through the cracks of justice and equality 
because her existence is a phenomenon. Still, Black womanhood is a jewel more precious than 
the reddest ruby or the greenest emerald. It is a crown forged in blood, cast in gold, and sprinkled 
in diamonds crushed by centuries of slavery, rape, abuse, and loneliness. It is a legacy. However, 
the bitter, angry, needy, matriarchal caricatures mirrored upon Black women tend to cast the 
experience of Black womanhood in darkness rather than power and rarity. The stereotypes often 
used to define Black women, which exist to justify sexual exploitation and violent control, 
obscure potentiality, beauty, and self-acceptance in the Black female psyche. Works created by 
Black female artists and writers offer healing, restoration, and a deeper appreciation for Black 
womanhood. While Black women are represented across various platforms, they must immerse 
themselves in literature and art produced by the Black female creative because it debunks the 
stereotypes, redefines Black womanhood, and empowers young Black female minds. 
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The Lashes of Slavery 
 
           A great, influential writer by the name of Harriet Ann Jacobs, and ex-slave, provided the 
first narrative on the hardships of slavery from a Black woman's perspective. In her 
book Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, she defines beauty as a curse and sexual maturation as 
a "sad epoch in the life of a slave girl" (5). Jacobs briefly tells the haunting story of an unnamed 
slave girl who had been impregnated by her master and died painfully in childbirth. She writes: 
I once saw a young slave girl dying soon after the birth of a child nearly white. In her 
agony, she cried out, "O Lord, come and take me!" Her mistress stood by and mocked at 
her like an incarnate fiend. "You suffer, do you?" she exclaimed. "I am glad of it. You 
deserve it all, and more too" (5). 
Jacobs was sexually harassed by her master at the young age of fifteen, having neither the right 
to deny him nor tell anyone about his actions. Like every other Black woman, raped and beaten 
behind closed doors and in the dark corners of dilapidated shacks, Jacobs was to blame for the 
sexual advancements of her master, and the Black temptress became her identity. Ultimately, 
Black women had to inhabit and take on an impossible role during slavery. In a blog titled The 
Historical Stereotypes of Black Women written by Feminist blogger Eryn Carter, author 
Christopher B. Booker states 
"physical, emotional, and spiritual resources were stretched to the utmost [for the Black 
woman] as she was forced to labor alongside her male counterpart in the fields, [was] 
exploited for her ability to bear future slaves and, driven by her regard for her family and 
mate, forced to work in the slave quarters to humanize the home environment to the 
extent possible."  
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It is impossible to talk about the stereotypes surrounding Black womanhood and their 
origins without slavery. Jacobs is a prime example of why Black women's narratives are essential 
for survival and voice. White male-dominated narratives, along with those of their scorned 
wives, painted Black female slaves as concubines rather than victims of violent sexual assault. 
Unfortunately, in their fight for liberation and freedom, Black men also eclipsed the experiences 
of Black women with an overarching male narrative during and after slavery. Even now, the 
struggles of Black women go unheard, unaired, and unknown compared to that of Black men, 
who many deem the sole sufferers of injustice and brutality in the Black community. Without 
brave writers like Jacobs, the Black female slave would have become a faceless unknown. She 
would have died chained and silenced, as a seductive serpent tainting the weak hearts of 
Christian, white men, destroyer of households and marriages. The stories of Black female slaves 
not only offered a new perspective on life on the plantation but further propelled abolitionists in 
their quest to end slavery. The female slave is a revolutionary, but some remember her only as 
the breeder of enslavement and the originator of caricatures that would cast a long shadow across 
her daughters' faces for many generations to come.  
The Black Woman Caricature    
 
Carter E. mentions four common stereotypes used to define and represent Black 
womanhood: the Mammy, the Jezebel, the Welfare Queen, and the Matriarch, all of which, she 
notes, originate from the breeder narrative put forth by slave masters, which depict Black women 
as incapable of motherhood. Carter E. writes:  
"by reporting news and events that serve these stereotypes, creating characters for Black 
women in film and TV that embody these tropes, and only magnifying the voices of those 
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who adhere to these stereotypes of Black women, these ideals of Black femininity are 
deeply ingrained within the minds of greater society."  
First, Mammy represents the female slave who cooked for her master and his family. 
Mammy also took care of and even nursed her mistress' children, neglecting her own (Carter E.). 
A perfect example of the Mammy in pop culture would be Hattie Mae “Big Momma” Pierce, an 
overweight, dark-skinned, unattractive, and matronly figure played by actor Martin Lawrence 
(Carter E.). Due to her overweight and homely appearance, she would never appear before her 
audience in nice clothing or a bedroom scene because she is limited to the role of servant, 
caregiver, and nurturer, asexualized and degendered (Carter E.). Next, Jezebel represents a 
hyper-sexualized Black woman who is promiscuous, shameless, and craving sex (Carter E.). 
Carter E. states that "during slavery, [ the female slave's] perceived promiscuity was not only 
justification for forced reproductive labor, but also an excuse for the sexual violence that she 
faced from slaveholders." An example of Jezebels in pop culture would be the Black women 
often featured in rap videos gyrating and scantily dressed, referred to as "bitches” or "hoes," 
exploited for their bodies. Like Mammy, Jezebel is not capable of motherhood because she is 
wayward and unworthy. Next, the Welfare Queen is a “mother of many, [who] is not capable of 
providing for her children on her own and depends on government financial assistance. Refusing 
to work, she imparts poor morals on her children and is a threat to [society's economic 
stability].” An example would be Mary, who is played by actor and comedian Mo'Nique, in the 
motion picture Precious. The Welfare Queen depicts Black women as lazy and unfit mothers 
who abuse the system. Last, the Matriarch represents a "Black woman who is the head of her 
house" and a failed mother because of her unconventional behavior (Carter E.). An example of 
the Matriarch would be Tyler Perry's Mabel "Madea" Earlene Simmons. Madea is a tall, 
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masculine-looking, aggressive single-mother who smokes weed, curses, and gets in trouble with 
the law regularly. Carter E. notes that the Matriarch caricature demonizes Black single-mothers 
and their children, especially males.  
            Other damaging stereotypes not mentioned in the article are the Strong Black Woman 
and the Sapphire. The Strong Black Woman is fiercely independent, so much so that she 
emasculates her male counterparts, explaining why she is single. She often has a quick temper 
and the qualities that make her self-sufficient, such as intelligence, hard work, and dedication, 
are negative. For example, Lauren Harris from Think Like a Man, played by Taraji P. Henson, 
whose excessively high standards and success keep her single and alone. Above all, the Strong 
Black Woman can make it through anything with determination, prayer, and will. Therefore, she 
has no time for tears or weariness, so she is denied all access to the vulnerability offered by 
womanhood. In an article titled "The Sapphire Caricature," Dr. David Pilgrim, a Professor of 
Sociology at Ferris State University, states that Sapphire represents a "Black woman [who is] 
rude, loud, malicious, stubborn, and overbearing. This is the Angry Black Woman (ABW) 
popularized in the cinema and on television." An example of the Sapphire is Angela Williams, 
played by Tasha Smith, from Tyler Perry's Why Did I Get Married? Angela is drunk 90% of the 
time and always seems to start a fight with her husband Marcus for no reason. Sapphire is every 
Black woman with an opinion that is unlike that of the majority, which keeps Black women in 
check by "punish[ing] [and demonizing those] who violate the societal norms that encourage 
them to be passive, servile, non-threatening, and unseen" (Pilgrim). Essentially, the caricatures 
above are mobilized through "laws and policies, as well as beliefs and opinions. The media's 
sensationalization and maintaining of these stereotypes of Black women work to silence their 
true, lived experiences" (Carter E.) and deny Black women access to sexuality, femininity, voice, 
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and motherhood. People other than Black women commonly actualize and create roles to support 
stereotypes depicting Black womanhood. 'Madea' and 'Big Momma' are both played by Black 
men to create comedic fun and good cheer among viewers, but at what cost? These stereotypes 
are like makeup, innocent fun, and jokes for those with the privilege of non-permanence, but the 
Black woman does not have the luxury of wiping away the obscured pieces of herself with 
Kleenex. So, she becomes a slave, mind, and body, to the images of aggression, unworthiness, 
and promiscuity projected by society. However, the bold and creative genius of her sisters 
become her rallying call, her mirror, and her source of freedom.  
Modern-day Slave Girl  
 
The lack of positive representation and the constant projection of racist stereotypes has 
had adverse effects on the physical, mental, and emotional health of Black women. The freedom 
with which Black women can express their sexuality and femininity within the boundaries of 
‘appropriateness’ is limited compared to that of other women. Stereotypes give others the right to 
police and dictate everything about the Black woman, from how she carries herself to her hair to 
the curves of her body and her way of dress. Therefore, she is continually having to explain and 
defend everything about herself to others. How Black women are portrayed in the media, in pop 
culture, and certain types of literature demonizes, dehumanizes, and degenderizes Black women. 
Just like the slave girl brutalized in darkness and shame, the Black woman is supposed to take 
the bullet, the fist, the rape, and the blame because she does not have the right to say no. The 
oppressive chains of stereotypes have made sure of that. Next, as previously stated, many of the 
stereotypes about Black women derive from the idea of Black women as breeders. Therefore, the 
body of the Black woman becomes a catalyst for her oppression and degradation. 
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Body, Sexuality, and Mentality: The Effects of Stereotypes 
  
“…the iconography and continued influence of the Venus Hottentot emerges as a painful 
reminder that Black female body has been sexualized, exoticized, fetishized, bestialized, 
and colonized, raped, and enslaved by the dominant hegemonic discourse” – Nanda 
(2019).            
  A great historical example of the continued horrific exploitation of the Black female body 
would be Sara Baartman. In an article titled “(Sara) Saartjie Baartman: 1789-1815,” Historian 
Mikelle Howard affirms that Baartman was tricked by her owners, the Cezar brothers, into 
signing a contract with a physician named William Dunlop on the assurance of freedom after 
five years of study and payment. The task required that she stand naked in exhibitions, and 
circuses, across Europe for entertainment, her value deduced to less than that of an animal. 
Unlike the exotic animals protected by steel bars and cages, Baartman was fondled, touched, and 
groped by many hands throughout her short life. In death, at the tender age of 26, French pseudo-
scientist Georges Cuvier dismembered her to provide evidence to support white superiority 
(Howard). Sara Baartman became officially known as the “Hottentot Venus,” a caricature 
representing the body and sexuality of Black women. The hypersexualized body of 'Hottentot 
Venus' planted a seed that would soon grow into the Jezebel caricature, which justified the rape, 
abuse, and brutalization of the Black female body.     
 In a paper titled, "Re-Framing Hottentot: Liberating Black Female Sexuality from the 
Mammy/Hottentot Bind," Shaweta Nanda, author, and journalist, illustrates how the 
'Jezebel/Hottentot Venus' impacts the relationship that Black women have with their bodies and 
their sexuality. The study and dissection of Baartman's body minimized the humanity of slaves, 
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especially Black female slaves, compared to their white counterparts to support brutal ill-
treatment. Nanda states that “white spectators came to see her protruding buttocks and elongated 
genitalia, which were seen as insignia of the hypersexuality, deviancy, and inferiority of the 
Black women…[scientists] enshrined the Hottentot Venus as a hypersexual deviant subhuman 
freak” and likened her to an ape. The othering of Black women's bodies and sexuality had a 
significant impact on the agency slaveowners had over them by making the rape of Black women 
impossible; even now, there are cases in which “sexual assault is misrepresented as consensual 
sex” (Nanda).  The stereotype of hypersexuality surrounding Black womanhood encourages 
Black women “to deny their [sexual desires to] appear chaste, pious and morally upright” 
because the white majority viewed Black female sexuality as disgusting and defiled (Nanda). 
Nanda states that “Black female sexuality/ies have been "eaten alive" in the white hetero-
patriarchal capitalist society” because, for a woman, the vagina represents both a means for 
pleasure and childbirth or motherhood. Black female slaves had no agency over their vaginas, so 
her sexuality and identity as a potential mother became non-existent. To recognize a female slave 
as a potential mother capable of healthy sexual relationships would be to humanize her, which 
would make her unfit for the inhumanity of slavery.  
  Again, to avoid the label of slut or whore, Black women continue to reject their vaginas 
and their bodies. In her blog, Carter E. states that as a young girl, her mother discouraged her 
from wearing shorts, leggings, or skirts to deter others from sexualizing her already sexualized 
body; this lesson of self-rejection is a staple in the Black female community. Nanda affirms that 
"Black women are conditioned to believe that they cannot be intelligent, civil, moral, and/or 
worthy of respect if they chose to present themselves as sexual subjects." However, "Black 
women writers and artists re-member the dis-membered Black female body and reclaim it from 
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radical, subversive points of view. They create counter images of Black women that empower 
them." Influential Black female writers who speak boldly on topics regarding the sexuality and 
femininity of Black women, teach Black women how to embrace themselves in love without 
shame or fear by challenging the idea that their vaginas are disgusting and need taming.  
Crimes Against the Body  
 
 Stereotypes surrounding Black womanhood justify violence against the Black female 
body by her romantic partners and anyone else with an inclination. In an article titled, “Why 
Black Women Are Staying Silent,” writer Amanda Kipertt states that “[d]omestic violence has 
been shown to affect the Black community disproportionally. Black women experience domestic 
violence at rates 30 to 50 percent higher than White women.” Victims stay silent for many 
reasons, whether out of fear of their significant other or the desire to protect their abuser, 
specifically Black men. However, for Black women, staying silent may be a matter of life or 
death. Kipertt tells the story of a woman named Zoë Flowers, a 17-year advocate against 
domestic violence, who called the cops after leaving her abusive boyfriend and attempting to get 
her belongings from his place. When the officer arrived, “[he] stood at the bottom of the stairs 
[to her apartment], holding the door. He wanted [her] to go up and open [the] apartment door 
[herself].” When he realized that she was too afraid, he snatched her keys with an attitude and 
opened the door with his gun drawn, to find her ex-boyfriend holding a knife; her abuser was 
arrested and released that same night (Kipertt). On June 18, 2017, a pregnant woman named 
Charleena Lyles was shot to death in her home, in front of her two children, after reporting a 
break-in because officers said that she was holding a knife in her hand (Kipertt). Naturally, if 
one's home is being burglarized, grabbing a weapon to defend oneself and children would be 
expected and acceptable behavior, but not for a Black woman. Marissa Alexander was sentenced 
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to 20 years in prison for shooting next to her husband to deter him from choking her to death 
(Kipertt). On March 13, 2020, a young woman named Breonna Taylor was fatally shot in her 
home while asleep in her bed because officers said that there was a warrant for her arrest.  
Equal Justice Works Fellow, Sarah Nawab, writes in a Northeastern University Law 
Review (NULR) blog titled Breonna Taylor and the Erasure of Black Women from Movements: 
Addressing State Violence Against Black People, that the Jezebel, Mammy, and Sapphire 
caricatures play a key role in historical and modern state violence against Black women. First, 
Jezebel hypersexualizes Black women's bodies, so stop-and-frisk, which is a procedure where 
cops stop a suspect with a "reasonable doubt" to conduct a “non-intrusive” search, becomes stop-
and-grope the Black woman (Nawab). Many Black women have reported officers for sexual 
misconduct in and out of prison. Second, the Mammy dehumanizes the Black female body 
creating a false idea of  “exhibiting superhuman strength and [the ability to endure great] pain. 
One purpose of this stereotype was to masculinize Black women [to] justify demanding brutal 
physical labor on plantation fields” (Nawab). Therefore, it is okay to throw a Black woman to the 
ground to arrest her because she is not as soft and feminine as a white woman. Third, the 
Sapphire “[delegitimizes][the] Black enslaved women's anger at, and resistance towards, the 
injustices” by labeling her as violent and aggressive, and so excessive force is okay and 
necessary when handling a Black woman, whether it be by the law or by her partner. Overall, 
stereotypes portray Black women as incapable of love, womanhood, motherhood, and humanity; 
it deduces her to something less than an animal. The ugly truth is that had the women mentioned 
above been white, guilty of foul play or not, they would have been alive and free today. These 
women suffered because justice does not extend the promise "To Serve and Protect" to Jezebels, 
Mammies, and violent Sapphires. Black women are still sub-humans in the eyes of society after 
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400 years, which is why works created by Black women are necessary to uplift the broken spirits 
of Black women because they redefine what it means to be Black and a woman. Literature and 
art created by Black women act as a reminder that the Black woman is just as human, beautiful, 
soft, and precious as everyone else, and above all, she is a force of power not to be reckoned 
with.  
Too Strong, Too Black 
 
           In a research paper titled, “Controlling Images: How Awareness of Group Stereotypes 
Affects Black Women’s Well-Being,” professors Morgan Jerald, L. Monique Ward, Elizabeth R. 
Cole, and Lanice Avery present results from a study tested among 609 young Black women 
attending college. Findings showed that “meta-stereotypes awareness [causes] negative mental 
health outcomes (e.g., depression, anxiety, hostility), which diminishes self-care behaviors and 
[promotes] greater drug and alcohol use for coping.” Racial discrimination is a social stressor 
that with long-term exposure causes wear and tear on the systems in the human body that deal 
with stress (Jerald et. al.). Jerald et al. states that as a result of stereotypes depicting Black 
womanhood, Black women “are more likely to suffer from many chronic physical and mental 
health conditions than women of other races and ethnicities” such as hypertension, 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and obesity. Many factors contribute to these illnesses in Black 
women, such as genetics, poor diet, etc., but generalized stereotypes created by racism play a 
significant role in how Black women view themselves, which impacts self-care. The persistent 
projection of Black women as “Jezebels, verbally aggressive Sapphires, or resilient and 
emotionally tough strong Black women” seem to have the most negative affect (Jerald et. al.) 
The Jezebel caricature encourages Black women to engage in harmful behavior such as risky 
sexual relationship, binge drinking, and using drugs (Jerald et. al). To avoid embodying the 
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Sapphire caricature, many Black women resort to suppressing their emotions, this could lead to 
heart disease if left unchecked. The Strong Black Woman caricature encourages Black women to 
never seek help and the carry the burdens of life on their own, not because they must but because 
they are supposed to. Jerald et al. notes that the SBW, Strong Black Woman, is celebrated in the 
Black community, but Black women who feel they must embody the role of the SBW “report 
more stress, depressive symptoms, more symptoms of anxiety, emotional avoidance, irregular 
sleep, binge eating, and smoking.” The SBW never take cares of herself because her role is to 
take care of everyone around her, which impacts mental, emotional, and physical health. The 
SBW makes it wrong for Black women to be vulnerable and have weaknesses. Dr, Seanna Leath, 
professor at the University of Virginia, quotes a Ghanaian-American author named Meri Nana-
Ama Danquah in her article “How the Expectation of Strength Harms Black Girls and Women,” 
who states that:   
 “Mental illness that affects White men is often characterized as a sign of genius. White 
women who suffer from mental illness are depicted as spoiled or just plain hysterical. 
Black men are demonized and pathologized. Black women are certainly not seen as 
geniuses – or even labeled as hysterical or pathological. When a Black woman suffers 
from a mental disorder, we are labeled as weak. And weakness in Black women is 
intolerable.” 
Next, tying into the perceived notion that weakness, namely mental illness, is unallowed 
for Black women, Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre demonizes Bertha Mason, a Black female 
character suffering from a mental condition. Note, Charlotte Bronte was a white female writer 
during the Victorian age. Jane Eyre is considered a revolutionary protofeminist piece that gives 
women agency not available to them when it was written. Jane Eyre tells the story of a young 
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woman named Jane who is orphaned at a young age and left in the care of her cruel aunt, who 
decides to send her to a boarding school called Lowood. After many years of struggle, Jane 
becomes a governess for the high-handed Edward Rochester ward, Adele, and she later falls in 
love with him. The book briefly talks about a Louisiana Creole woman named Bertha Mason, 
who Rochester had been “tricked” into marrying. As I stated in a previous paper titled ‘The Soul 
of Bertha Mason Haunts The Yellow Wallpaper,’ Rochester blames Bertha for her condition 
describing her episodes as “demonic hate” (217) and labeling her as a curse (213). Readers are to 
think that Rochester is the victim of a wife who “abused [him], tarnished [his] name, ruined [his] 
youth, [and] insults [his] honor” (218) out of hatred and savagery (Wilbur). The book describes 
Bertha as a large, evil, animal-like creature that needs to be contained and controlled. She is 
seldom referred to by her name but is called a “clothed hyena,” “the maniac,” and “the lunatic” 
(208). Bertha is confined behind a “low, black door” (208), “In a room without a window” (208) 
lit only by fire (Wilbur). During her episodes, she is bound with rope by her caretaker, Grace 
Poole. Bertha is only active at night and cannot exist in the light, so she is depicted as an evil, 
non-human other as most Black women are. Readers are to feel no sympathy for her.   
  Further, in an article titled, “Reading Jane Eyre While Black,” written by Tyrese 
Coleman, an author, and attorney, Coleman discusses her experiences with the text as a Black 
woman. Coleman writes, “Bertha gets her madness from her mother, a woman hidden to 
Rochester when he went to Jamaica and fell in love with the illusion of Bertha presented to 
him…a refined and rich white woman.” Louisiana Creoles can typically pass for white because 
of the mixture of African and French descent; therefore, her true heritage is unbeknownst to 
Rochester. Bronte depicts Bertha Mason, a woman dealing with a severe mental handicap, as 
“savage stock” with “pigmy intellect” who is mad only because she is not white (Coleman). As a 
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Black female intellect, Coleman felt that Bronte created a world that she had no place in, a world 
where Black women are akin to savage and evil creatures rather than human beings. Sadly, Black 
women have no choice but to hear the nonsense spoken about them but works by Black female 
creatives offer an escape into a world where being a Black girl is celebrated. It is not only a 
means of escaping the harsh realities of Black womanhood but also a lifeline. Stereotypes do not 
just hurt feelings and crush one’s pride; they kill.   
Black Girl Magic 
 
“I would make a great queen because I am stubborn — if that's what I wanted.” – Nakia 
(2018) 
I was nineteen years old when I watched Black Panther. I had just shaved my head bald 
after torturing my hair with chemicals that I hoped would make me look more mixed than black. 
I grew up seeing blackness as a crime, a disease, a problem of society to be eradicated, so I 
wanted no parts of my African roots. I felt ashamed of my caramel golden skin and the stubborn 
curls waiting to grow spitefully from the follicles of my smooth scalp. In July 2018, at the AMC 
Movie Theatre, under the veil of darkness alive with the smell of buttery popcorn and the sizzle 
of Coke on the rocks, my life changed forever. I could hear Africa calling as she reached for me 
through the giant projection screen; it had become a mirror, and through it, I could see 
my crown. In the faces of Angela Basset, Lupita Nyong’o, and Danai Gurira, I could see the 
potentiality and power of Black womanhood at its finest. Suddenly, the wind on my scalp felt 
like freedom, and my full lips and broad nose became like diamonds. For the first time, I saw 
blackness as it truly was, a royal birthright. Literature by Black female writers only exacerbated 
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my awaited return to the mother, Africa. The two pieces I shall discuss are Toni Morrison’s 
Sula and Zora Neale Hurston’s “Sweat.”  
The Misunderstood Beauty of Sula Peace 
 
Toni Morrison's Sula is a poetic coming of age story that centers around two best friends 
named Sula and Nel fighting to navigate life in a world dominated by white superiority and male 
dominance during the first-half of the 20th century in the rural town of Medallion, Ohio. The two 
young girls possess a matured understanding of the experience of Black womanhood and the 
suffocation of double oppression. Morrison writes, "each had discovered years before that they 
were neither white nor male, and that all freedom and triumph was forbidden to them" (52). 
Morrison introduces a new frame for understanding Black women's unique experiences through 
intersectionality, which is the marrying of gender and race issues. Introducing the revolutionary 
idea of intersectionality is empowering for Black women because it gives them a voice and a 
place at the table of representation. 
Next, Nel is a conventional woman born into a family with both her mother and father. 
On the contrary, Sula is born into a household of Matriarchs, who run their home and their men. 
Sula's mother, Hannah, sleeps with who she wants, and Eva, her grandmother, has a plethora of 
suitors who she loves to belittle for fun. These strong-minded, independent women significantly 
impacted the sexual, blunt, and free-spirited person Sula would become. The unconventionality 
of Sula Peace empowers Black women because she embodies and deconstructs stereotypes 
surrounding Black womanhood simultaneously. Like a Jezebel, born in a "broken" home lacking 
male guidance, Sula is promiscuous and knowingly sleeps with married before discarding them 
like trash. Morrison writes, "[Sula] was a pariah, then, and knew it. Knew that [the town] 
despised her and believed that they framed their hatred as disgust for the easy way she lay with 
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men" (122). Though Sula is alone, in life and death, because of her "hypersexuality," her refusal 
to deny her sexual appetite is what unites the people of Medallion. Morrison states, "Their 
conviction of Sula's evil changed them in accountable and mysterious ways. Once the source of 
their personal misfortune was identified, they had to leave to protect and love one another" (117). 
Therefore, Morrison encourages Black women to embrace their sexuality and to disregard the 
ethics of purity by forcing readers to confront their ideas of ethics and find where those rules 
came from. Why is it acceptable for a man to have many lovers but not a woman? Sula sleeps 
with the town, but it united everyone, then she beds her best friend's man, but it was a marriage 
that was sucking the life and essence out of Nel, who states that Sula's return was like "getting 
the use of an eye back, having a cataract removed" (95). Is a person truly broken if raised by 
single Black women, and is it wrong for a Black woman to have sex as much as she desires? 
These are the questions that open doors to a new realm of possibilities for Black women. Sula 
empowers Black women even more by refusing to allow her blackness or womanhood to keep 
her from living freely. 
Before Sula dies, Nel tries once more to tame Sula by stating, “You can't do it all. You a 
woman and a colored woman at that. You can't act like a man," and reminding her of how lonely 
she is without a man and children by her side (142). However, Sula affirms that she is not at a 
loss, having resisted the temptation of giving herself away to experience the illusion of 
wholeness. She states, "Girl, I got my mind. And what goes on it. Which is to say, I got me" 
(143), and to her, she is more than enough. She relents that her refusal to diminish her worth to 
get and keep a man makes her lonely; however, it is her lonely, not one that was "made by 
somebody else and handed to [her]" (143). A "secondhand lonely," as Sula so succinctly puts it 
(143). Morrison debunks the stereotype that a Black woman's sexuality is evil and tainted; Sula's 
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vagina is a vehicle of pleasure and peace, hence the last name. Interestingly, Sula states that "Oh, 
they'll love me all right. It will take time, but they'll love me" (145), foreshadowing the "restless 
irritability" that befell Medallion when she died (153). So, Sula takes on a god-like role, reserved 
for white men, by becoming the community's source of peace and balance. God is always a white 
man in shows and movies, he is never black, and he is most definitely never female. Morrison 
confronts and revolutionizes the white male god of Christianity, by making him a Black woman. 
Furthermore, Morrison proves that a woman's wholeness and purpose have nothing to do with 
marriage and motherhood, but her complete possession and acceptance of self.  
Most importantly, Morrison shows Black women the power of friendship and 
connectedness. Nel and Sula are like yin and yang, "two throats and one eye" (147); their bond is 
so strong that it transcends racism, oppression, and death. Morrison writes, "[Sula] was not 
breathing because she didn't have to. Her body did not need oxygen. She was dead. Sula felt her 
face smiling. "Well, I'll be damned," she thought, "it didn't even hurt. Wait'll I tell Nel" (149). 
Sula is dead, yet her love for Nel goes beyond the grave. Sula talks as though she could get up 
and tell Nel about the mysteries beyond the veil of death, which illustrates the power of 
friendship between Black women. The grief of losing her best friend creates a feeling of sorrow 
in Nel's heart that "had no bottom and it had no top, just circles and circles of sorrow" (174). 
Black women, like most women, are pitted against each other, encouraged to compete rather than 
to uplift and work together. Black women hate each other based on skin tone and other asinine 
factors, but Morrison illustrates the folly in such immature and unnecessary behavior. The pure 
bonds of sisterhood do not only offer a sense of camaraderie but aid in the survival and liberation 
of the Black community. The bonds between Black women held the pieces of the Black 
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community together after it was ripped apart by slavery and the terror that came after slavery 
ended. Those bonds saved generations  
“God, Jesus, and Eve” starring Delia Jones 
 
"When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, 
and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to 
her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, 
and they realized they were naked." - Genesis 3: 6-7  
 
  Zora Neale Hurston’s “Sweat” is about a loyal, hard-working, and strong woman named 
Delia Jones who struggles to survive her abusive husband, Sykes. Like Sula and Nel, Delia 
struggles to navigate a world dominated by white superiority and male dominance during the 
first half of the 20th century. In a paper titled, “The God in the Snake, the Devil in the Phallus: 
Biblical Revision and Radical Conservatism in Hurston’s “Sweat,” professor Catherine Carter 
states that Delia is the typical Black maid because “Black women’s roles [were] restricted 
to…despicable temptresses (like Bertha) or good women who work like mules” (Carter C.). 
However, Hurston combats the conventional stereotypes projected upon Black women by 
making Delia the household head, which is a role reserved for men. Stereotypes depict 
Matriarchs or Black women who head their households, as evil. So, “[Hurston] attribute[s] New 
Testament Christian values (meekness, sinlessness, forgiveness, and hard work) to [Delia]” 
(Carter C.). Hurston empowers Black women by making Delia Christ-like in a time when white 
readers assumed that Jesus was a white man, although the likelihood of that being true is quite 
slim. Furthermore, Hurston rewrites the origin story of Genesis by “[associating] men—not 
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women—with original sin, with the cause as well as the results of the fall of man [and depicting] 
Black women as creators of an Eden” (Carter C.). Therefore, Delia becomes Eve, Jesus, and God 
wrapped into one. 
  To begin, Delia embodies Eve after the fall. As noted in my previous paper, “Adam & 
Eve: Black Woman Edition,” The pure white clothes that Delia washes on Sundays, which is not 
coincidental, represents her purity and innocence. Doing so makes her feel content because the 
experience allows her to purify herself and transcend into a higher space, spiritually (Wilbur). 
When Sykes sees Delia washing the clothes in the house, he responds by “[stepping] roughly 
upon the whitest pile of things, kicking them helter-skelter as he crossed the room” (1033), 
representing Skye’s desire to taint Delia like the serpent tainted Eve (Wilbur). Delia’s fear of 
snakes symbolizes her fear of sin and alludes to Eve from the bible. Hurston writes that 
“something long, round, limp, and black fell upon [Delia’s] shoulder and slithered to the floor 
beside her. A great terror took hold of her” (1032). Knowing that Delia fears snakes, Sykes 
decides to bring a diamondback into the house to scare and eventually kill Delia. Delia attempts 
to get Sykes to remove the snake, but he responds with “fact is Ah aint got tuh do nunthin’ but 
die. Taint no use uh you puttin’ on airs makin’ out lak you skeered uh dat snake — he’s gointer 
stay right heah tell he die” (1026), aligning with and establishing himself as the snake (Wilbur). 
Although Delia could easily leave Sykes or kill him for that matter, she decides to faithfully 
“[serve] her sentence” for her involvement with Sykes, the snake, and bear “the punishment of 
God upon mankind for sin” (Carter C.). Additionally, before Sykes buys the snake, Delia 
affirms, “Oh well, whatever goes over the devil’s back, is got to come under his belly” (1034), 
alluding to how God punished the serpent by forcing him to slither on his belly (Wilbur).  
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 Next, Delia embodies Jesus. Hurston writes that “Delia's work-worn knees crawled over 
the earth in Gethsemane and up the rock of Calvary many, many times" (1036), alluding to the 
Garden of Gethsemane which is where Jesus went before he was crucified on the cross (Matthew 
26: 36-57). Hurston alludes to the burden, cross, that Delia must bear to maintain her marriage 
and faithfulness to Sykes despite his abusive tendencies. Her devotion is so strong that is has 
destroyed her body, much like the body of Christ was destroyed to wash away the sins of 
humanity. Delia states that “she was young and soft [before marrying Sykes], but now she 
thought of her knotty, muscled limbs, her harsh knuckly hands, and drew herself up into an 
unhappy ball” (1034). Carter C. states that “[work] makes Delia’s goodness and patience evident 
not only through its usefulness but in its obedience to divine decree” (Carter C.). Christ went to 
the cross knowing the suffering that he would have to endure, but he remained obedient to God. 
Likewise, Delia remains in a loveless and abusive relationship out of obedience to God. On the 
night that Sykes dies, Delia returns from church after participating in the last “love feast,” or the 
last supper, singing “Jurden water, black an' col'/ Chills de body, not de soul/ An' Ah wantah 
cross Jurden in uh calm time” all the way home (1038), and the Jordan is where Jesus was 
baptized by John (Luke 3:21).   
           Lastly, Delia embodies the creator himself, God. At the end, when the snake bites Sykes, 
Delia watches pensively next to the Chinaberry tree, which symbolizes the Tree of Knowledge in 
the Garden of Eden. Hurston writes that Delia "had built [her home] for her old days, and planted 
one by one the trees and flowers [in her garden]. It was lovely to her, lovely" (1034). The line "It 
was lovely to her, lovely" is like a twist of the line "God saw…that it was good" commonly used 
in Genesis 1; Delia saw that it was lovely. Carter C. states that "Delia does not merely live in the 
house and the garden; she has created them, one by one, and she has seen that they are good 
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("lovely")" (Carter C.). Therefore, Delia, a Black woman in an abusive relationship, "is not only 
virtuous," debunking the stereotypes that say otherwise, "but positively divine, despite her 
passive role in her own domain" (Carter C.). Hurston gives agency and power to Black women 
by "[presenting] the Black woman—as both godlike in her in creative powers and Christlike in 
her patience and meekness" (Carter C.). 
 Toni Morrison and Zora Neale Hurston empower their Black female readers by showing 
them the opportunities and potentialities of Black womanhood. Black women are not whores, 
bad mothers, maids, and ghetto loud-mouth individuals. On the melanin playgrounds created by 
Black female writers, Black women can be anything and anyone. That is why Black women 
writers are essential to the empowerment, education, and elevation of black women in America 
and abroad. She is the voice of our ancestors speaking to the brokenhearted brown girl ostracized 
for her sexualized body, full lips, and coily hair. Black female writers remind Black women of 
what they carry inside. The Black woman carries in her womb the scars of enslavement and 
oppression, afro picks, black iron fists, Kente smelling of black castor oil, and the force to give 
birth to the world and bring it to its knees, like Eve carrying the cross of melanin, like Jesus. The 
Black woman is a work of art.  
Black Women in the Nude 
 
 Nanda notes that most nudes created by men, white and black, depict their female 
subjects as passive, while non-Black female artists tend to asexualize black women. However, 
daring artists such as Jamaican-American photographer Renee Cox redefine Black female 
sexuality, femininity, and the beauty of the Black female body by engaging with Baartman's 
body. Also, "Cox also reclaims the vagina, and by extension, sexuality, and motherhood, that [is] 
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denied to Black women" (Nanda). Nanda beautifully notes that "Cox puts Baartman's 
dismembered body back together in all its beauty, glory and strength deploying the metal 
prosthetics in two of her works," Venus Hot-En-Tot (1994) and the Yo Mamma Series. Venus 
Hot-En-Tot depicts Cox in the nude, covering her butt and breast with plastic modifiers "with a 
hint of a belly to heighten the sense of the Black woman's maturity as a sexual being" (Nanda). 
Cox uses the modifiers to address the obsession surrounding the curves of the Black female 
body, which originates from the exhibition of Baartman. Nanda states that Cox "deepens her 
engagement with the issues of Black motherhood and the Mammy stereotype in two variations 
of Yo Mamma" (Nanda). 
The first version, Yo Mamma at Home (1992), depicts Cox in the nude "with her pregnant 
tummy and [her] head wrapped in a scarf" to represent her identity as a mother and a woman of 
Black heritage (Nanda), challenging the idea that Black women cannot be mothers. The second 
version, Yo Mama (1993), depicts Cox staring boldly at the camera in the nude after her second 
child in black pumps, sporting vaginal hair, with her toddler son in her arms. Cox challenges the 
idea that motherhood equates to the death of a woman's sexuality by wearing black pumps while 
holding her son (Nanda), thus illustrating that motherhood can e empowering. The highlighting 
of pubic hair in the image allows Cox to reclaim the vagina by "[negating] the "symbolic 
castration" of Black women" in the traditional nudes where the pubic hair is absent, depicting 
women as "passive, weak, and prepubescent girls" (Nanda). Cox illustrates that just as men 
associate the appearance of public hair as a transition into manhood, pubic hair is a sign of sexual 
maturation in women too. Cox inspires women, especially Black women, to love their bodies, to 
explore their sexuality, and discover the beauty of motherhood if they choose. Cox depicts nude 
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photography as "a vital, positive force [for female empowerment], divorced from repression and 
pornography" (Nanda).  
Conclusion  
 
           The Black female creative is a work of art because she debunks the stereotypes, redefines 
Black womanhood, and empowers her Black sisters. Creators such as Toni Morrison, Zora Neale 
Hurston, Audre Lorde, and the plethora of other Black female intellects remind the sun-kissed 
daughters of Africa that they, we, are beautiful in every way imaginable. We have swag and 
wonder that cannot be appropriated by lip injections, braids, and golden skin tans. We possess a 
flow that is no joke, a walk that stops time, and hair that defies gravity. God made Black women 
with brown sugar, spice, honey caramel, and cinnamon in mind, which is why the world wants a 
taste of the sweet delicacy that is melanin. If a Black woman is powerful enough to contribute to 
the destruction of slavery, become a driver of American history, and create a world that redefines 
the unique experience of blackness and womanhood, what else can she do? This is the question 
that Black women are encouraged to ask themselves with literature and art that would dare give a 
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